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Two Recurrences of an Idea: 
On Political and Ethical Vicissitudes of Democracy
Towards a Politics of Nonviolence
Abstract
In this paper we discuss two different criticisms of liberal democracy. By analyzing the con-
temporary Slovenian (radical) political thought of Žižek and some of his followers, which 
recently are revitalizing the “idea of Communism”, we first critically reflect upon the eman-
cipatory potential of this strand of contemporary Slovenian philosophy. The interlude fo-
cuses on the uses and logic of violence and pleads for a new politico-ethical culture of non-
violence. In the second part of the paper, by approaching Levinas’ ethical criticism of the 
liberal democracy and by focusing on his concept of a different temporality within political 





After	 the	events	 (or	 the	event)	of	1989,	Europe	was	 faced	with	a	new	his-
torico-political	 constellation,	or	 a	promise,	 that	by	entering	 the	new	era	of	
democracy	the	citizens	of	ex-Communist	SE	and	Eastern	European	countries	




an Obscure Disaster	(D’un désastre obscur)1	and	followed	by	philosophers	
like	Slavoj	Žižek,	by	calling	the	1989	events	with	the	designation	“obscure	
disaster.”	 Furthermore,	 by	 the	 same	 thinkers	 democracy	 has	 been	 called	 a	
“liberal	fundamentalism”2	and	high	hopes	of	the	promised	post-revolutionary	
era	of	 liberal	democracies	 too	quickly	seemed	 to	disappear.	Since	 then	 the	
question	of	politics	and	political	 theory	concentrates	around	 two	blocks	or	
1
Alain	 Badiou, D’un désastre obscur. Droit, 
Etat, Politique	 (La	 Tour	 d’Aigues:	 Editions	
de	 l’Aube,	 1991).	 Engl.	 and	Serbo-Croatian	
tr.	appeared	in	2009	under	the	title	Of an Ob-
scure Disaster: On the End of State-Truth,	
tr.	 by	Barbara	P.	Fulks	 (Maastricht:	 Jan	van	
Eyck	Akademie),	2009.
2
Slavoj	 Žižek,	 ed.,	 Revolution at the Gates. 














































political	 acts	 from	1789	 to	1968)	which	at	 the	 same	moment	points	 to	 the	
future	of	 the	 idea	of	Communism	by	 infusing	 it	with	strong	eschatological	
meaning.	 It	 seems	 that	 this	 first	 temporality	bypasses	 the	 ethical	 as	 I	will	
explain	 and	 defend	 it	 in	my	 following	 analyses.	 Second,	 I	 understand	 the	
characterizing	of	 1989	with	 an	 “obscure	 disaster”	 as	 a	 sign	or	 an	 inherent	
paradox	of	the	politics/political	(I	do	not	want	to	refer	to	this	difference	here)	
as	understood	in	Western	tradition.	This	paradox	is	related	to	the	very	scheme	
of	 politics	 being	 understood	 either	 as	 a	Hegelo-Marxism,5	 or	 in	 a	 broader	
sense	of	Carl	Schmitt’s	concept	of	the	political.	If	there	is	a	way	toward	a	fu-
ture	culture	of	education for the politics of nonviolence	(as	I	will	call	it)	then	
it	is	necessary	to	follow	a	different	temporality	–	an	ethical	one	–	in	which	
our	 embodied	 selves	will	 acknowledge	 responsibility	 towards	 others	 as	 an	
SYNTHESIS	PHILOSOPHICA	
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lems”	 and	 “failures”	 in	 the	 course	 of	 historical	 attempts	 towards	 its	 reali-


































Jelica	 Šumič-Riha,	 “Komunizem	 med	 sm-





I	 refer	 here	 to	 an	 essay	of	Cornelius	Casto-
riadis	“Done	and	To	Be	Done”,	in:	David	A.	
Curtis,	ed.,	The Castoriadis Reader	(Oxford:	






Jean-Luc	 Nancy,	 The Inoperative Commu-
nity,	 tr.	 P.	 Connor	 et	 al. (Minneapolis:	Uni-
versity	 of	Minnesota	 Press,	 1991),	 p.	 8.	On	
Nancy’s	community	see	my	“On	Progressive	
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have	“to	descend	to	the	starting	point	and	choose	a	different	path.”9	For	him,	




















Interlude: two remarks on the dissipation of violence
a. Counting the bodies

















here	 in	 their	 entirety.	But	 it	 is	 clear	 that	Chomsky	uses	Sen’s	 argument	 to	
present	the	relative	character	of	a	Maoist	experiment	(of	course	Stalinist	ter-
ror	 and	 catastrophic	 famine	 in	Ukraine	 of	 1932–33	 immediately	 comes	 to	
one’s	mind	with	its	6-10	million	deaths):	for	Chomsky,	then,	the	regular	death	
rate	in	India	in	its	years	after	independence	proves	that	more	people	died	in	












earlier,	 i.e.,	 the	 recurrence	 of	 the	 political	 in	 a	 form	of	Badiou’s	 exclama-




b. Sorel’s Reflections on Violence
This	 brings	 us	 to	Georges	Sorel	 (1847–1922)	 and	 his	 book	Reflections on 





























Žižek,	Revolution at the Gates,	p.	312.
13
This	appears	in	Slovenian	version	of	his	essay	
“To	 Begin	 from	 the	 Beginning,”	 in:	 Slavoj	







































II The second or ethical recurrence: 
    on the vicissitudes of democracy
a. Levinas’s politics





















































herited	 it	 from	Nietzsche’s	philosophy.	 I	argue	 that	 it	 is	precisely	here	 that	
a	possibility	of	new	political	ethics	resides.	In	the	first	part	of	this	paper	we	
have	called	this	the	intrusion	of	the	other	into	the	temporality	of	politics,	or	
into	 the	politics	of	Truth.	This	 intrusion	has	a	name:	ethical	 responsibility.	







(and	after	him	Žižek)	 that	believes	 in	divine	violence.25	Divine	violence	 is	
“the	only	power	that	is	able	to	call	a	halt	to	the	war	of	all	against	all	or	to	stop	
pure	destruction”26	and	as	such	 it	 is	 the	only	educative	(sic!)	power	which	
expiates	without	guilt	or	retribution.	In	this	 light	of	 its	(also)	revolutionary	
potential,	as	Žižek	states	in	his	book	Violence,	the	commandment	“You	shall	
not	murder”	 is	 a	Kantian	 regulative	 idea.	Of	course	Žižek	 is	not	naïve:	he	
knows	perfectly	well	 that	 this	violence	does not	correspond	 to	any	histori-
cal	necessity,	as	understood	by	some	revolutionaries	or	totalitarian	regimes,	
or	individuals	in	the	service	of	an	idea.	Yet,	it	is	a	violence,	which	expiates	








Horowitz	 &	 Gad	 Horowitz,	 eds.,	 Difficult 
Justice: Commentaries on Levinas and Poli-






Infinity,	 tr.	A.	 Lingis	 (Pittsburgh:	 Duquesne	
University	Press,	1969),	p.	21.
23






Bruce	 B.	 Lawrence	 and	Aisha	 Karim,	 eds.,	
On Violence: A Reader	(Durham:	Duke	Uni-
versity	Press:	2007),	pp.	268–285.
26
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this	part:	in	her	interpretation	of	Levinas,	Victoria	Tahmasebi	recalls	Levinas’	

















pressed	by	divine	violence	are	guilty,	and	finally,	You shall not kill any person	
from	the	Koran	(17:33)	is	only	understood	as	Kantian	regulative	idea.	To kill 






but	 extremely	 important	 book	 Indignes vous!, a	 book	written	 by	Stephane	
Hessel:	in	this	important	book	Hessel	devotes	a	chapter	to	nonviolence	and	
his	vision	of	a	peaceful	coexistence	is	something	that	has	been	radically	for-









thought.	For	coming	 towards	education	 for	nonviolence,	and	 for	getting	 to	
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This	is	a	description	of	a	world	where	there	are	no	enemies!	Although	this	







ity)	 and	does	not	 affirm	 full	 autonomy	of	 the	human	being.	 In	 the	present	
age	Fred	Dallmayr,	for	example,	develops	Deweyan	democracy	as	a	promise	
and	Luce	Irigaray	develops	her	idiosyncratic	project	of	democratic	education,	
based	on	nonviolence.35	Needless	 to	 say,	 this	 thinking	 is	 experimental	 and	
needs	a	great	amount	of	 imagination,	 stemming	 from	 the	authonomous,	or	
“ethical”	subjectivity.	I	will	draw	on	these	aspects	to	present	a	possibility	for	
democratic	education	for	nonviolence.









Hobbesian	 liberal	 capitalist	 state.”	 (Difficult 
Justice, p.	184) It	would	be	necessary	at	some	
other	place	to	show	the	ethical	consequences	













Osama	 bin	 Laden,	 “Declaration	 of	 War	
Against	 the	Americans	Occupying	 the	Land	
of	 the	Two	Holy	Places:	Expel	 the	Polythe-
ists	 from	 the	Arabian	Peninsula	 (August	23,	
1996),”	in:	On Violence: A Reader,	p.	540.
30
About	 the	 perception	 of	 violence	 in	 Islam:	
generally	in	Islam	there	is	a	kind	of	consen-
sus	that	violence	is	to	be	avoided	except	for	
‘just	 cause’	 –	 but	 that	 can	 be	 interpreted	 in	
a	very	narrow	or	broad	sense,	and	its	often	a	
matter	of	perception	as	much	as	dispassionate	
reasoning.	There	 is	 a	 preponderance	 of	 see-
ing	Jihad	in	‘defensive’	terms;	radical	Islam-
ists	would	 be	 able	 to	 condone	 9/11	 because	
of	their	perception	of	the	Muslim	world	being	
under	seige	of	the	West,	and	the	attacks	could	








Enrique	 Dussel,	 “From	 Fraternity	 to	 Soli-
darity,”	 Journal of Social Philosophy,	 38:1	
(Spring	2007),	p.	87.
32




Cit.	 after	 Fred	 Dallmayr,	 “Liberal	 Democ-
racy	and	its	Critics,”	in:	Akeel	Bilgrami,	ed.,	
Democratic Culture: Historical and Political 
Essays	(New	Delhi:	Routledge,	2011),	p.	18.	




Friedrich	Nietzsche,	Human All Too Human,	
tr.	 R.	 Hollingdale	 (Cambridge:	 Cambridge	
University	 Press,	 1986),	 p.	 149:	 “Enemies,	
there	are	no	enemies!”
35
See	 Dallmayr,	 “Liberal	 Democracy	 and	 its	
Critics.”	 For	 Irigaray	 see	 her	 Democracy 
Begins Between Two	(It.	La democrazia com-
incia a due,	 1994)	 and	 more	 recent	 paper	
“There	Can	Be	No	Democracy	Without	a	Cul-
ture	of	Difference,”	 in:	Axel	Goodbody	and	








































































U ovom radu razmatramo dvije različite kritike liberalne demokracije. Kroz analizu suvremene 
slovenske (radikalne) političke misli Slavoja Žižeka i nekih njegovih sljedbenika, koji u zadnje 
vrijeme revitaliziraju »ideju komunizma«, prvo ćemo kritički promisliti emancipacijski potenci-
jal ove struje suvremene slovenske filozofije. Interludij se fokusira na uporabe i logiku nasilja 
te se zalaže za novu političko-etičku kulturu nenasilja. U drugome dijelu rada, uzimajući u 
obzir Levinasovu etičku kritiku liberalne demokracije i fokusirajući se na njegov pojam različite 






The	 first	 to	 elaborate	 on	 this	 paradox	 was	






The Journal of Political Philosophy,	Vol.	 2,	
No.	1	(1994),	pp.	1–23.	Cit.	on	p.	3.
38
Ibid.,	 p.	 4.	The	 citation	 is	 from	 the	book	of	
Stephen	K.	White	Political Theory and Post-
modernism	 (Cambridge:	Cambridge	Univer-
sity	 Press,	 1991),	 p.	 133.	 Jacques	Rancière,	
for	example,	is	also	very	clear	about	this:	“I	
am	not	 the	 thinker	of	 the	event	…	I	believe	
there	 are	 traditions	 of	 emancipation.	 The	
one	 I	 try	 to	 work	 on,	 or	 work	 in,	 is	 differ-
ent	 from	the	one	 that	got	confiscated	by	 the	
strategic	visionaries,	Lenin	and	the	like.	I’ve	
always	 fought	 against	 the	 idea	 of	 historical	
necessity”	 (Jacques	Rancière,	 “Democracies	
against	Democracy	–	An	Interwiev	with	Eric	
Hazan,”	in:	Democracy in What State?	(New	
York:	 Columbia	 University	 Press,	 2011),	 p.	
79f.	 In	 this	 Rancière	 is	 close	 to	 Dewey	 or	
Habermas’	model	of	universal	pragmatics:	he	
affirms	 there	 were	 some	 historical	 “events”	
that	 opened	 up	 temporalities,	 but	 more	 im-
portantly,	 democracies	 also	grow	 in	 an	 “on-
going	 effort	 to	 create	 forms	of	 the	 common	








Cf.	Luce	 Irigaray,	 “Die	Vermittlung	 des	 an-




Luce	 Irigaray,	 Between East and West,	 tr.	
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Lenart Škof
Zweifache Wiederkehr einer Idee: 
über politische und ethische Unbeständigkeiten der Demokratie
In Richtung Politik der Gewaltlosigkeit
Zusammenfassung
In diesem Artikel besprechen wir zwei differente Kritikarten der liberalen Demokratie. Indem 
wir den kontemporären slowenischen (radikalen) politischen Gedanken Žižeks sowie einiger 
seiner Getreuen erörtern, die letztzeitlich die „Idee des Kommunismus“ revitalisieren, denken 
wir eingangs kritisch nach über das emanzipative Potenzial dieses Strangs der zeitgenössischen 
slowenischen Philosophie. Das Interludium richtet seine Aufmerksamkeit auf den Gebrauch 
bzw. die Logik der Gewalt und plädiert für eine neuartige politisch-ethische Kultur der Gewalt-
freiheit. In dem zweiten Teil des Papers – indem wir an Levinas’ ethischen Kritizismus gegen-
über der liberalen Demokratie herangehen und uns auf dessen Auffassung der andersgearteten 
Zeitlichkeit innerhalb der politischen Ethik fokussieren – prüfen wir einzelne Alternativmöglich-





Deux retours d’une idée : 
sur les vicissitudes politiques et éthiques de la démocratie
Vers une politique de non-violence
Résumé
Dans cet article, nous examinons deux critiques différentes de la démocratie libérale. En ana-
lysant la pensée politique (radicale) slovène contemporaine de Slavoj Žižek et de certains de 
ces adeptes, qui ces derniers temps redonnent un nouveau souffle à « l’idée du communisme », 
nous allons d’abord réfléchir de manière critique sur le potentiel émancipatoire de ce courant 
de la philosophie slovène contemporaine. La partie intermédiaire se concentre sur l’emploi 
ainsi que sur la logique de la violence et plaide pour une nouvelle culture politico-éthique de 
non-violence. Dans la deuxième partie de cet article, nous allons discuter – en abordant la cri-
tique éthique par Levinas de la démocratie libérale et en nous concentrant sur sa notion d’une 
temporalité différente à l’intérieur de l’éthique politique – de quelques possibilités alternatives 
pour le progrès futur de la démocratie.
Mots-clés
idée	de	démocratie,	idée	du	communisme,	Slavoj	Žižek,	Emmanuel	Levinas,	politique	émancipatoire,	
éthique	politique,	liberté,	non-violence
